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Shortly before the arrival of A.D. 2000, scientists and “techies” from around the world began to predict that western technology would not be able to withstand the simple change of the century and millennium from 1999 to 2000. They feared that computers, taught to overlook the “19” in our dates, would assume the date was 1900 and would cease to operate our power grids. This prediction was called Y2K (Year 2 thousand), and people were gathering food and water and weapons and were preparing for the lights to go out (I’m not making this up). Religious leaders also wondered if the gods had not put up with the sin and mockery of the human race long enough. The apocalypse was imminent, and “life as we know it” would cease.

The new millennium dawned, however, without incident. Perhaps the “techies” had solved the problem, or perhaps there had never been a problem. The hysteria died down and life rumbled on.

When one considers how modern, enlightened people could have over-reacted just a few years ago, it’s not so difficult to understand how the illiterate, superstitious people of the Middle Ages might have felt as the year A.D 1000 approached. Touted by the religious leaders as a Day of Judgment, January 1st hovered over them like a manipulative parent, threatening catastrophe if ignored. Abbots and monks in the monasteries, bishops and priests from the towns united to encourage or frighten their parishioners into doing—or giving—whatever was deemed necessary to save their cursed souls. Gifts, both voluntary and extorted, poured into the treasuries of the churches and monasteries.

The fateful night of December 31 came. A terrified people flocked to the churches to await certain judgment with tears of repentance streaming down their faces. Vows to God were readily accepted on His behalf by the religious leaders, but the only real hope for common people was that if God did judge the earth that night, their presence in church might convince Him that they were not as guilty as some. Judgment did not come, and relief must have surged through Europe, lifting much of the oppression that had gone before. With the churches’ coffers full at the beginning of the new millennium, it is perhaps no accident that a “cathedral crusade” gripped the continent for the next three centuries. Each city, each bishop, and each nobleman aimed to surpass the achievements of those who had gone before. Each dreamed of erecting the highest, widest, and most beautiful edifice the world had yet seen, “for the glory of God.”

Their ambition to produce the superlative cathedral drove them to explore new areas of physics, geometry, and algebra. Mathematics had been curtailed by religious taboos, which forbade learning from heathens and heretics (that is, the more advanced Arabs, Persians, and Greeks), so builders were forced to learn by experience. Many of the churches that went up collapsed soon after they were built. Architects of our century are amazed that the people were able to construct any enduring structures given their lack of modern equipment and advanced mathematics.

Nowadays, of course, no one could afford to use the trial-and-error method to erect a skyscraper, nor could any building contractor pay for the astonishing detail work that was once lavished upon each church. Back then, however, manpower was cheap. The guilds—organizations of merchants or craftsmen—were concerned with the quality of workmanship, not the rights of their workers. Workers were a renewable resource, but the work they did would testify to their ability, long after they were dust in the grave.

Freedom and democracy as we know them came from the Greeks and the Romans, but in the Middle Ages, these political ideas had been abandoned for so long that no one except a few monastic readers of Greek knew anything about them. Although modern scholars of the Middle Ages are usually more interested in political situations, throne succession, and territorial expansion, the common people of that time were wrapped up in the real world of climate, shelter, growing seasons, and food provision. It did not matter to them, nor did it much affect them, that there were twelve German duchies, ruled by dukes who had inherited the land from their families. The local lords, who owned the land, were of more interest. In much of medieval Europe, the feudal system had developed, and the common people were relieved to give up their freedom for the security of being able to provide food, clothing, and shelter for their families. They tilled land provided by the landowners, and in return pledged their loyalty, defended their benefactor, and gave a frighteningly large percentage of their crops as tax. In some instances, they were called into military service and fought in their lord’s battles.

It is tempting to envy the simplicity of such a life, but although survival is simple, it is also unrelenting. Nowadays,  we live in a fast-paced world where almost everything we need and use miraculously appears in the local department store, grocery store, restaurant, or gas station. It’s easy to forget that fast used to mean by horseback, and it took the entire eighth century for Europe to accept the metal stirrup as a sensible improvement. We measure progress by the month; if they bothered to measure at all, it was by centuries. While our medical ethicists struggle with gene manipulation, they sought healing through supernatural signs revealed to their religious leaders. In a very logical sense, grime and germs did not exist until someone discovered them, so people in the eleventh-century could not be shocked by unsanitary living conditions.

The people of the Middle Ages were an intensely religious people. They sought God’s mercy with a passion that residents of our often indifferent society can only imagine. Ever since the Roman emperor Constantine declared Christianity to be the official state religion of the empire in the fourth century, church and state were linked by a mutually self-serving bond. This bond had, over the centuries, been weakened by ambitious kings and corrupt churchmen. Popes, however, still crowned emperors, kings appointed bishops, dukes established monasteries, and priests had to choose between sharing the wealth of the system or serving the people. People who did not or could not become a part of the church lived on the fringes of society or made a living performing jobs forbidden by the new religion. Muslims and Jews were persecuted. Misunderstood Old Testament Scriptures were cited to support the annihilation of “infidels.” Those groups of people outside the church who revered God’s Word and merely wanted to follow the teachings of Jesus Christ had no secure place in the empire. They were known as “sects.”

Four centuries before the new millennium, Christianity, in the form of Roman Catholicism, had begun converting illiterate, pagan worshipers of trees and heavenly bodies into faithful followers of a religion based loosely upon a brilliant literary work known as the Bible. That many were converted at the point of a sword was seen as a necessity; the possibility of attaining eternal life far outweighing the manner of attaining it. The religious leaders soon discovered, however, that although they could force a verbal confession of faith, it was much more difficult to change the religious practices and superstitions. Finally it became necessary to integrate many of the customs of the old religions into the new.

With the conversion of Europe came a degree of literacy through the establishment of monasteries and, much later, cathedral schools. These became the centers of learning for many centuries. Much of the knowledge and literature we have about the ancient world we owe to the faithful scribes and librarians who were cloistered behind their thick stone walls.

The church taught that God made “some to fight, some to work, some to pray.” The political and religious leaders made it very clear to their folk that this classification of the classes—nobility, peasant, and clergy—left little room for change. Most of what happened to a person was on account of one’s birth or destiny. One of the few vocations of choice was to become a monk, for only in the monasteries were the pauper and the prince supposed to be equal. Usually, the people followed the work of their fathers and their fathers’ fathers without giving much thought to choices.

You will not find Felsenburg as a cathedral city in any atlas. It is a composite of many cities that existed in Europe during the eleventh century. The people and their struggles are also fictional, but you will find similar stories in many art, religion, and history books. If stories of these characters sound familiar, perhaps it is because we are not as different from them as a thousand years of history might make us think.
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ACH! (ahck) an exclamation like “oh!”

auf Wiedersehen (owf vee’-der-zane) “see you again”

Brötchen (broot’-ken) little bread rolls

Bürgermeister (boor’-ger-my-ster) mayor of the city; literally, master of the citizens

Bursch (boorsch) slang for “boy”; can be a term of endearment or an insult

Fasching (fah’-shing) the Tuesday before Ash Wednesday when Lent begins; a day and  night of revelry before the time of fasting

Felsenburg (fel’-zen-burg) cliff fortress; “city on a cliff”

Frau (frow) married woman

Fräulein (froy’-line) unmarried young woman

Gasthaus (gahst’-house) guesthouse; tavern

Gendarme (jen-darm) the local law-and-order keepers, like town policemen

grüss Gott (groos’ got) a common greeting when people meet; literally “Greet God,” it   comes from old customs of wishing God’s blessing upon someone

Hauptman (howpt’-mahn) a military rank

Herr (hair) lord; sir

ja (yah) yes

Jungfrau (yoong’-frow) virgin

Kohner (ko’-ner) the name of a mountain 

Lärchenplatz (lair’-ken-plahtz) literally, “larch place” 

lebe wohl (lay’-ba vole) “farewell”; usually forever 

Liebling (leeb’-ling) “darling”; loved one

Mädchen (maid’-ken) girl; unmarried woman

miter or mitre (my’-ter) what a bishop wears on his head while performing his official duties

Mutti (moo’-tee) Mommy

nein (nine) no

Onkel (own’-kl) uncle

Pfennig (pfen’-nick) penny; at this time, the common currency was a silver coin

quatsch (kvatch) “garbage”; usually an exclamation to express anger and disgust

schön (schern) beautiful

Tante (tan’-teh) aunt; auntie

Wahrsager (vahr-sah-ger) a fortune teller; literally, “truth teller”

Zur Felder (tsoor fel’-der) literally, “to the fields”; a tavern, named in the customary manner of labeling buildings and streets according to their physical location
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[image: FleurCornerCaps Regular]NDREW DIPPED HIS QUILL into the ink and copied another word onto the parchment. The perfectly applied strokes dried quickly, and he brushed his slender hand across the smooth manuscript, satisfied with the beauty of his work, done for God. He laid his quill down and read the phrases he had just copied. Hardly daring to believe the words, he reread the original and then stared in astonishment at his copy. Suddenly breathless, he cupped his cold, trembling hands over his flushed cheeks and glanced around to see if anyone had noticed his reaction.

The other copyists and illuminators were still hunched over their work, oblivious to the disturbance pounding in Brother Andrew’s brain. He heard the scratching of pens as the young scribes of St. Jude’s Benedictine monastery painstakingly copied priceless manuscripts or decorated the magnificent words of God with gold and other bright colors.

The light coming in the round windows had faded, and a monk who sat in a darker corner cleared his table. He walked silently to the fireplace and tossed in his practice parchment. The fire flared suddenly, and Andrew watched the flame with that familiar uneasiness he had grown accustomed to but did not fully understand.

The feeling passed, and Andrew heaved a shaking sigh. He breathed in the familiar scent of ink blended with wood smoke and ventured another look at the manuscript before him. The words were still there. He picked up his pen and scribbled a note on a scrap of rag, then stood and walked slowly to the librarian’s table.


He handed the scrap cautiously to the librarian. “Why do you need this?” he asked, barely glancing



at the rag. “It’s not your work.”

Andrew shuffled his feet and wrote another note saying that he wanted to compare the two works.

The monk frowned. “This is not necessary. You are to copy, not read and compare.”

Andrew forced a perfunctory smile and bowed his head meekly. He returned to his desk and picked up his pen, but his eyes thirsted to read the sentence. With practiced discipline, he cleaned his pen and dipped it into the ink. He steadied his hand and copied another word, only then permitting himself to read the entire sentence again. Doubts crowded his thoughts as he copied yet another word. He tried not to let his eyes stray to the upcoming section, but he could not stop himself and soon he had unknowingly memorized it. Mechanically, he continued to copy words while his mind wrestled with the wonder of his discovery and the power of his conscience.
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The new millennium came in softly with the feeble pink of dawn. Those who lived in a partially deserted section of the city of Felsenburg had spent the night in the local Gasthaus, quenching their fears of the Great Tribulation in bitter brews. They sang and laughed and gossiped, trying to prolong the life of the old age by their own staying  power, while their wives and children knelt in the church, praying for mercy. Finally, the long-suffering proprietor of Zur Felder, a tavern with a questionable reputation, escorted his patrons to the door and, with a sigh of relief, locked it behind them.

The revelers tottered home through the biting cold, singing and shouting good wishes until they reached their hovels. With much loud “shushing,” they entered their homes and fell into their meager beds. To those saints who might still be awake, they offered prayers that the dawn would come.

When the dawn did come, however, few were conscious of it. The early, rosy light gradually painted the gray and dirty city in flattering hues. It shone first upon the long, crooked rows of rooftops, stretching the length of each alleyway. From a few crumbling chimneys came dark wisps of smoke, evidence of expertly banked fires.

The sunlight crept slowly down the brick and stone walls. What little warmth it offered did nothing to lessen the bitter cold. The shadows retreated slowly to hide between the buildings and in dark alleyways. Where the filth of the streets had not melted or blackened the week-old snow, the sun touched it with mauves and gold, shining in rainbow hues among the icy ruts.

The unrelenting cold lay heavily upon the city. Few ventured out until it was time for Mass because today was a holiday.

In one of the nicer homes—one that had three rooms—fourteen-year-old Martin Steinmetz was up and about. His older brother, Stefan, had dragged him from his sleep, throwing off the blanket to let in the frigid air. Before the boy could protest, Stefan pulled his younger brother to a standing position and wrapped him in his own huge cloak. He shoved the hood over the boy’s straight, light brown hair.

“Fetch the midwife and make it fast!” Stefan gasped, as he pushed Martin out the front door. “Klara’s in childbirth!”

Martin, at first annoyed, felt the fear rise in his throat until it matched the panic on Stefan’s face. He turned and ran.

His cloth shoes slipped as he stumbled along the frozen streets. The ruts, made by carts and the prints of man and beast, were frozen, as if cast in iron, and it was difficult going. Terror made his legs seem heavy.

Warm sewage melted the ice in places, and it ran in steaming rivulets through the streets. Martin preferred to stumble on the ice rather than ruin his shoes in the stinking water.

He staggered into a particularly dreary alley and finally reached the midwife’s house. Martin beat upon the door and, receiving no answer, shouted until someone in a neighboring house opened shutters with a bang and swore at him.

Urged by desperation, he tried the door and, finding it unbolted, crept cautiously into the room.

The place was dark, for the midwife had closed the shutters against vandals and the cold—both of which would kill mercilessly. As Martin’s eyes adjusted to the gloom, he could see the old woman’s shape hidden in a mound of blankets in one corner.

“Frau Grein?” he said softly.

There was no answer, so he called louder and tiptoed toward her. When he stood above her cloaked shape, he gave her a good shake.

She turned over heavily, and the scent of body odor and beer escaped from the warmth of her blankets.

Martin stumbled back as if punched by the foul stench. He approached her again. “Frau Grein, my sister-in-law, Klara, is in childbirth. Stefan says that you must come.”

“Go away,” she murmured in a gravely voice.

He shook her again, and she turned upon him suddenly and snarled, “I said go away!”

Martin’s teeth chattered from the cold. “B-but you told my m- mother that when Klara’s t-time came you would help.”

“She should not have that baby on the first day of the new millennium. It is a bad omen.” With that, she pulled the covers back up over her nose.

Martin growled under his breath. He cast about in his mind for a persuasive means of diffusing her superstition. While he thought, he turned to the fireplace and poked at the ashes until he found a glowing coal. He knelt and, from a ready pile, took a few twigs and laid them upon the embers. He blew carefully until they ignited.

The old lady heard their crackling and poked her greasy, gray head out from the blankets. “What be ya doing?”

“The room is cold. Shall I heat your broth?”

She sighed noisily. “Nein, I’ll drink yours. Don’t waste my fuel.” She sat up and her lips parted into an almost toothless grin. “You be a clever Bursch. Get out of here while I get my clothes on.”

He waited in the alley, shivering as he felt the soles of his damp shoes harden in the bitter cold. A few minutes passed, and she emerged, enveloped from the top of her head to her ankles in a huge, red shawl. In one gnarled hand she held a birthing chair—a strange, low-backed stool, with practically no seat, darkly stained from many years of use.

Martin pushed down his revulsion and offered to carry the chair. 

“Nein, Bursch, go now and tell the priest. Then come straight home so’s I can send you to fetch him at the right time.”

Of course! He had forgotten about the priest. Custom required that Father Augustin come at the end of a birth in case a quick baptism was needed, or last rites, or both.

Martin shoved these frightening thoughts from his mind and blinked back the tears that had come so suddenly. He watched Frau Grein waddle toward his home, and he turned toward the church.

The sun, so pretty at dawn, now filtered through dense layers of smoke. It cast no more painted rainbows upon the snow. Martin hurried along, bruising his heels and toes on the ridges of ice.

St. Nathaniel’s Cathedral was an unimposing wooden structure, badly in need of repair. Around the tiny windows and above the arched doorway had been carved birds and flowers and various saints. Martin did not pause to gaze at these as he so often did but heaved open the great door and rushed into the atrium, even allowing the door to slam. He reached into the basin of holy water, but he touched ice. His fingers were by this time much too cold to melt even a few drops, so he passed on to the nave, where he bobbed down and up again on one knee and made a hurried sign of the cross.

Not daring to raise his voice, he searched through the various rooms and alcoves until he finally found Father Augustin at breakfast in his warm little apartment behind the church. His housekeeper asked Martin to come in and told him to sit on the hearth.

“But I can’t stay,” the boy protested. “The midwife told me to come straight back.”

The lady smiled. “The first baby always comes slow. You’re frozen. I figure you haven’t had any breakfast yet.”

Father Augustin nodded sagely and sipped from a steaming cup. He was only about the age of Martin’s father, but he radiated a venerable dignity that kept him separate from the people in his parish. He seemed somehow untouched by their comparative poverty. Not that he was unkind or even ungenerous. He served them faithfully, but their condition did not seem to follow him home each night.

The housekeeper handed Martin a cup of hot, fragrant broth, which the boy cradled carefully in his numb hands. Each sip seared a path to his empty stomach. She cut him a thick slice of warm bread, and Martin was so grateful he could scarcely stammer out his thanks. He gulped the bread and nearly scalded his tonsils on the hot broth. 

Then he stood. “You will be ready when I come for you, Father?” he asked humbly.

Father Augustin nodded and said in a bored tone, “I will be ready.” Martin was further depressed by the priest’s apparent apathy. As he ran and slid back home, he prayed to the power he thought could influence the Almighty God the most.

“Beloved Jungfrau Maria,” he whispered, “have mercy on Klara. You, too, gave birth in this cold wintertime, and you know all of the terrible things that could happen. Please, please, please help her, for Stefan does love her so.”

“And who might you be talking with?”

Martin stopped, startled by Helmut, the ironmonger, who was walking to Mass with his wife and children. “I . . . I was talking to our Beloved Mother.”

“Here in the streets?”

“I was praying. Klara’s in childbirth.”

“Is she now?” exclaimed the wife. “Well, don’t you go praying too much. The salvation of a woman’s soul is in the suffering of childbirth.” She turned to her husband. “I reckon Frau Grein might use a bit of help. Come, Bursch, lead the way.”

Before they reached the house, the ironmonger’s wife had persuaded several other passersby to offer their services to the midwife. Klara’s whimperings could be heard from the house before Martin even opened the door.

Inside, Stefan stood, hands folded behind him. He stared into the fire, which burned brightly upon the hearth. The chimney was more like a funnel-shaped roof that hung from the ceiling, and suspended from a bar across the bottom of the chimney was a pot of broth, steaming in the cool room.

“Who are they?” Stefan asked sharply, nodding toward the small throng waiting at the door. “I mean . . . I know who they are. What are they doing here?”

“We be here to see the birthing,” explained the ironmonger’s wife. The women shooed their husbands away and tried to send Stefan with them, but he resisted. Mumbling about bad luck, the women filed through the room and into the bedroom, which was Stefan and Klara’s quarters. Martin heard Frau Grein greet them, and he heard Mama’s soft voice ask why they had come.

Stefan turned to Martin with sympathetic eyes. “You couldn’t help it. Have some breakfast.”

The temptation was great, but Martin knew that if the good Lord provided your meal from one source, you did not eat a second, no matter how hungry and cold you might be. “Father Augustin’s housekeeper gave me breakfast.”

Stefan nodded and murmured, “He is a good man.”

Good. What did it mean? Martin removed his cloak and huddled close to the fire to dry his shoes and warm his feet. He thought of Father Augustin’s being good, but Father Augustin lived in a cozy house and had no reason not to be good. God was good, he had been told, but God was allowing his older brother to suffer terrible anxiety.

Stefan paced back and forth, adding a log to the fire from time to time, and Martin’s frozen cheeks grew warm and red from the heat. The women talked in loud voices, and at times the two brothers could not hear Klara’s moans over the din.

Their waiting turned to hours, and then Mama came from the room, looking tired and worried. “Martin, are you hungry?” She attempted to smile and tousled his brown hair. “You both need to eat something.” She moved about the tiny room, dipping a cup of broth for each of them and cutting bread.

Martin was as tall as his mother now. Looking directly into her violet eyes, he would on occasion push the curly, graying hair back from her forehead. He would put his arms around her, and she often said that he was a great comfort to her. Right now, he longed to put his head on her shoulder and sob, but he knew that he had to be strong. He could not expect her to be strong and to be his strength too. He had to find that within himself; he was her child. Surely God had given him some of her characteristics besides the violet eyes and the freckles sprinkled across his cheeks.

And then he remembered the verse he had been trying to think of in Frau Grein’s house.

“Mama, it’s a new year. The Great Tribulation has not come. Remember what Father Augustin said at the Christmas Eve Mass: ‘For unto us a child is born; unto us a son is given’? It must be a good omen to give birth on this first day, mustn’t it?”

Mama smiled gratefully at Martin and opened her mouth to speak, but at that moment Klara shrieked, and the woman rushed into the bedroom.

After that, there was not much silence in the little house, as Klara lay paying her personal penalty for Adam and Eve’s sin. Her tribulation had begun in earnest. She cried and cried, and had it not been for Stefan’s pacing, suffering with her, Martin would have clapped his hands over his ears.

Several women rushed in and out of the room, wetting rags from a bucket of snow-water kept near the fire and preparing drinks from some of Frau Grein’s secret herbs. After what seemed like an eternity, Frau Grein herself emerged from the bedroom long enough to tell Martin to fetch the priest. Relieved to be leaving, he pulled on his dry shoes and once more fastened Stefan’s great cloak around him.

He ran down the street, and even from the corner, he could hear Klara’s screams. The fear of Klara’s dying without giving a last confession or of the baby’s dying without baptism gave his feet wings. He arrived at the church panting.

The housekeeper informed him that Father Augustin had not left yet, and she would send him as soon as she could.

Martin made a detour back through the church to offer a prayer. He touched the still-frozen holy water and crossed himself reverently. Then he walked to a tiny side chapel where a few candles flickered in the half-light and illuminated the Madonna and Child in a carved frame. He wanted to light a candle, but he remembered that they cost a Pfennig. It would have been easier to say one prayer and then to let the burning candle continue the prayer until it guttered out, but he would have to do it all himself.

Back home, an eerie calm hung over the house and made his heart thud in his ears. There was no sound from Klara, and Stefan was gone. Mechanically, Martin lay another log on the dying fire and sniffed the broth. He sat once more on the hearth to dry his shoes. He could hear a mumbling coming from the bedroom, but he did not want to guess what the stillness might mean.

Then his ears picked up a squeak, like a crack in the silence. He strained; it sounded like the cry of—a baby! He moved toward Stefan and Klara’s door, but he did not dare touch it. He waited, barely breathing, for another cry.

Suddenly the door swung open, and Martin stood inches from his mother’s startled face. She grabbed him and hugged him fiercely. The room was breathlessly hot and smelled of sweat and blood.

“Klara?” asked Martin, trying to see further into the room. “Is she—?”

Mama let him go and pushed him toward the bed on which lay an exhausted Klara, her face framed by two limp, blonde braids. Her cheeks were as pale as the smoky sky, and her eyes drooped with weariness. She did not move, but her lips curled into a faint smile. Martin’s eyes followed hers’ to her arms, in which lay a bundle of blue shawl.

He looked around the room at Frau Grein smugly sipping broth; at the other women smiling, proud of their participation in such a success; and finally at Stefan, kneeling beside the bed.

“It’s a boy!” Stefan whispered.

Martin tiptoed to Stefan’s side and looked down into the tiniest face he had ever seen. It was red and crumpled, and its mouth was open, but only occasionally did a squeak emerge.

“Well, did you fetch the priest?” Frau Grein’s question broke the spell. Mama suddenly remarked that she ought to make some supper.

“I did,” said the boy. “He will be here soon.”

“No hurry, no hurry,” she cackled. But everyone knew that her mirth hid her relief. The priest’s speedy arrival was now inconsequential.
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That same morning, only a day’s journey away, Bishop Gernot von Kärnten woke with a start. He was cold to the bone, his knees were sore, and one foot was numb. Raising his head from the warmth of his encircled arms, he looked around. Thin streams of light filtered through the slits in the chapel’s thick walls, and he could see his breath steam from his nostrils. He felt a pain in his right fist and opened it tentatively. How long had he been clutching the golden crucifix on the leather cord? An ugly bluish-red imprint of the cross marked his palm. He hung the crucifix around his neck and slowly stood up, feeling the protest in his forty-seven-year-old joints and muscles.

Worse still, his mind protested: to have fallen asleep during meditation and prayer—and on such an important night! He hoped no one had noticed, and he considered kneeling again and kissing his cross, but since no one was watching, he did not. Instead, he hobbled to the great, carved doors of the chapel and pushed them open.

The snow-covered courtyard of the Monastery of St. Jude’s blazed with sun in a cloudless sky. Instinctively, he lifted his hand to shade his eyes from the reflected light. He groaned and turned back, grateful for the gloom of the sanctuary.

It was midmorning, he realized, and somehow he had slept not only through his private prayers but through the morning office as well. He fell to his knees. “Forgive,” he murmured automatically. He had wanted everyone to know of his all-night vigil of prayer, which would turn the heart of God from certain judgment. Just as Moses had convinced the Lord to spare the children of Israel from annihilation, so, too, had Bishop Gernot thought to persuade Him to postpone the Day of Judgment.

Now, though, in the brightness of the first day of the new millennium, Bishop Gernot felt a sudden embarrassment that he, too, had succumbed to the panic of the masses. The end of the world had loomed over every good Christian for so many years that last night he had felt safer on his knees. Of course he had known that life as he knew it would not end just because of a date on a calendar—a date that even the former church fathers disputed. Universal judgment would not—could not—come; it was not logical. Bishop Gernot’s opinion was that judgment came upon each individual by his or her own foolish choices. God did not rain fire and brimstone anymore; He just allowed life to progress, until His glorious kingdom would arrive in a millennium of peace on earth.

Gernot stood and brushed the dust from his cassock. A bit of penance would calm his own nagging conscience. Perhaps a day of fasting— Then he remembered that he had accepted an invitation to eat the midday meal with the Abbot William, the spiritual father of the monks at St. Jude’s. Penance would have to wait; fasting should be done privately without explanation. He would fast when he had settled into his comfortable, new residence in Felsenburg. Until then, the knowledge of his weakness would be his burden.

He went to the doors again and slipped his hood, like those worn by common monks, over his straight gray hair. Bending humbly to avoid recognition and to shield his eyes from the glaring sunlight, he walked across the courtyard.

Rivulets of melting snow muddied the ground, and he stepped carefully to avoid dampening his leather shoes. He passed several monks, but as the discipline of the place required, he did not try to see their faces, nor did they bend to see his.

When he reached the tiny cubicle that was his guest room, he found it even colder than the chapel. At dawn, warm water had been poured into a basin for his washing, but now it was icy cold. Perhaps this was God’s penance—meted out for his lack of discipline. But even as the thought fluttered through his mind, he smiled at his own superstition.

As he washed, he opened the small window and looked to the west across the Obersill Valley. In the distance, the Alps, pure white in the morning light, thrust their bright spires into a cobalt sky. His eyes traveled down the slopes of the mighty Kohner to the glacier, which clung to its rocky slopes. Below the glacier, the cliffs dropped abruptly, and snow rarely clung to the pale gray granite. From the glacier flowed the Kohnerbach from a series of icy waterfalls that leveled out into the valley and finally poured their milky-green water into the meandering Obersill River.

The valley was obscured from the bishop’s view by a haze of smoke, which ascended like incense from the countless fires within the homes of peasants who lived in the two tiny villages below. In his mind, though, he could see the river, wandering through the snow-covered meadows, then rushing down a series of rapids to meet the equally turbulent Schwarz River. Together, they had carved away a cliff, on which was built the city of Felsenburg. The city had once been a thriving commercial center in more prosperous days when trade had been important. Here the two rivers calmed and became a flowing highway for the few traders still brave enough, or foolhardy enough, to bring their wares from the east and south. Here they were forced to leave their boats and sell them for beasts of burden or for carts to continue their journey over land.

Felsenburg was his city now, and he was their bishop. He thought of the simple people who lived within the walls of the city. They knew that he had made the long trip to St. Jude’s for them, but they would never have to know of his lack of diligence. They would be grateful that he had interceded for them and that judgment had not yet come. He shivered and closed the window.

St. Jude’s had only two rooms that could truly be called warm: the kitchen and, out of necessity, the scriptorium. The bishop’s body ached from his night in the frigid chapel, so he decided to warm himself for the rest of the morning in the scriptorium, watching the scribes and reading from the books of Moses.

The library was dark and cold, for the danger of fire in that priceless collection of books and scrolls was far worse than frostbite. He hurried through it to the scriptorium, where a fire crackled cheerily in the fireplace. From three walls, light flooded in through dozens of round panes of crown glass. Tables lined the walls, and at each a monk, surrounded by the tools of his trade, was bent over his work.

Smoke and dust swirled through the rays of sunlight as the librarian came to greet the bishop politely. “You are well?”

“God be praised, I am,” answered the bishop, wondering if perhaps his nap in the chapel was common knowledge. “I would like to read the next scroll of Moses’ second book.”

The librarian’s shoulders sagged as he turned and, with reluctance, shuffled into the freezing library, where the manuscripts were stored. Bishop Gernot paced down a row of copy tables nearest the fire, enjoying its heat on his back. He paused dutifully at the elbow of each monk to admire the intricate designs of the illuminations or to read a few lines that had been copied from older manuscripts.

There was only one copyist who really interested the bishop. His desk was situated farthest from the fire, but the young man was the most talented the bishop had ever seen. He stopped at the copyist’s table, just as the young man paused to flex his hand.

“You are weary? You look pale.”

The young man looked up at him through a fringe of red hair and shook his head.

“I’m sorry, Brother . . . Andrew, isn’t it?” Then the bishop apologized at once. “I had forgotten that you cannot speak.”

The young man smiled slightly and returned to his work, but the bishop continued to watch him until the librarian appeared at his side with the requested manuscript. The bishop spent the rest of the morning meditating on the life of Moses.

The smell of roasted chicken greeted the bishop in the abbot’s dining room. The table was already laid with crispy brown breads, soft white cheeses, and a large flask of red wine from the monastery’s own vineyards. A young monk brought a steaming bowl of leeks to the table, and another set down a platter heaped with chicken.

William, abbot of St. Jude’s, entered the room. Elected by the monastery’s monks, he commanded the loyalty and obedience of all who lived there. Although the abbey stood within the bishop’s jurisdiction, the abbot had all authority within these walls. He was a slight man of about two-score years. His pointed face was clean-shaven, as were all of the monks’. His dark eyes slanted upward slightly to the edge of his face, and bushy brown eyebrows gave him a mildly sinister look. An apologetic smile played about his lips as he excused himself for being late. He strode to the bishop and took his hand, bowing to kiss the bishop’s ring.

The abbot’s hands were dry like parchment, and the bishop pulled away and patted him on the shoulder. “My friend, you must not bow to me, for I am no better than you. God’s calling may be a higher one for me, but we must each obey His voice. Is that not so?”

William bit his thin bottom lip and did not respond but motioned for the bishop to be seated. His prayer over the food was short and perfunctory. Then he asked the bishop to pray as well.

Bishop Gernot declined. “You see, this is your domain, and I do not want to take the leadership from you.”

The abbot’s lips curved upward, but the smile did not light his eyes. “You cannot take my leadership, because it was given to me by God. Is that not so?” He poured the wine into two goblets and raised his for a toast. “To God’s calling.”

“To God’s calling,” the bishop repeated. As he began to eat, he wondered how the two of them would get along in the same valley. But he realized that they would not have much opportunity to see one another. St. Jude’s was a world set apart.

No one alive could remember when the focal point, geographically, of the Obersill Valley had not been the monastery. Two centuries before, it had been planted atop the granite cliff, which jutted out from the wall of mountains surrounding the valley. The summit of the rugged cliff had been smoothed and tamed, its own granite quarried and rearranged to build the monastery walls and buildings. From a distance the abbey was practically invisible.

Its influence upon the people, however, was highly visible, and they would have lived their lives much differently had the monastery chosen another valley as its domain. Their best produce decked the abbot’s table, their finest workmanship adorned the chapel, and their ablest young men retreated within its walls to become the most outstanding scholars of their time. The monastery had power, and its abbot oversaw its operation with diligence and discipline. All who came within its gates bore the responsibility to submit to the abbot’s dictates.

Bishop Gernot was no exception, and he also recognized that the outside world, including his own bishopric, had very little influence upon St. Jude’s. He wondered if he would become well acquainted with the shrewd abbot.

Between mouthfuls, Gernot asked, “How long have you been abbot here?”

“Six months. Konrad died last autumn.”

“I knew Konrad from a visit he made to Rome some years ago. He was a good abbot. He put an end to the scandals that had plagued this monastery half a century ago.”

“He did indeed, but what is ‘good’?” the abbot challenged. “Lack of vice is not always virtue, is that not so?”

The bishop swallowed the tender chicken and fingered his goblet. This was only his second audience with William, but now he was certain that he did not like the abbot. It was pointless to pursue any further attempts at congeniality. He took a long drink of the good wine and came to the point.

“You have here a young man—a copyist—who is very talented,” he said lightly. “God has greater uses for him than spending his life in the isolation of these beautiful mountains.”

The abbot disagreed. “Many come here to sacrifice ‘greater things’ and to dedicate their lives to simpler things.”

“Brother,” the bishop allowed a sharp edge to come into his voice, “there is no need to teach me. Sacrifice and escape are two very different concepts. This should not be a place of escape but of dedication. The young man I am referring to has most certainly come here to escape.”

“And who is he?”

“First I will tell you why I need him. As you know, I have given my life to the study of Moses. I have, as well, learned much about this new age. Moses’ life is relevant to mine, and an application of his dealings with Israel would do much to heal our great church. There are many factions and sects that would destroy the church, and a knowledge of the things I am studying could bring them back into the fold. My studies may also answer many of the problems that are arising in the eastern areas of the Holy Roman Empire, where the scourge of those Islamic barbarians—the Muselmen—threatens the souls of the fainthearted.” He paused and mopped up the last of the grease on his plate with a chunk of bread.

Abbot William grinned, and this time his eyes smiled too. “And for all of this, you need one of my lowly copyists?”

Bishop Gernot nodded gravely. “I do. For ten years I have been making notes and organizing a modern theology. With the beginning of this new era, I am compelled to proclaim a new message to the only church of our Lord. Your ‘lowly copyist’ will be the lowly servant of another lowly servant, and together we will heal the land.”

“And who is this blessed young man?”

The bishop ignored William’s sarcasm. “The mute, Andrew.” He rushed on without a pause. “Do you understand why I need him? I am certain that God has brought him to my attention for this very purpose.” William pushed his plate away and leaned back. “I do not understand, but I agree.”

The bishop could not hide his amazement. “You agree?”

“Did you want to persuade me even more? I agree. Andrew is indeed escaping, although only God—and Abbot Konrad, rest his soul—knows from what.” He stood and walked to the fire. “Do you know that there is no medical reason why he should not talk? And yet no one can recall that he has ever spoken a word. He is not good for the community here at St. Jude’s. Our disciplines include that of refraining from useless chatter. This requires effort and self-control. This young man cannot talk, and therefore he cannot practice this discipline. It will be good for him to leave and to face whatever it may have been that silenced his voice. I will have him summoned. He will be able to leave with you tomorrow.”

The abbot called for one of the monks to fetch Andrew and then paced a few minutes before he said, “You have, of course, recognized Andrew’s great talent. But I give him gladly to the man who may be our modern-day Moses.”

Bishop Gernot felt his ears burn red. Although he had often considered himself a prophet like Moses, he would never have voiced it. William made it sound absurd. The bishop bowed his head and chose his retort carefully. “Moses was the most humble man on the face of the earth, and I, alas, am not.”

When Brother Erwin informed Andrew of the bishop’s request and asked him to come down to the abbot’s quarters, Andrew received the news with predictable calm. Walking softly through the cold, dim corridors of the abbey, he wondered briefly why Bishop Gernot von Kärnten would want a mute scribe, but the question was not his to ask. Almost five hundred years earlier, St. Benedict had taught that those who wish to please God have no right to do their own will. Having grown up in a monastery, Andrew had learned that lesson well. When things happen, people have no right to question the reasons.

The abbot’s quarters seemed hot, and it smelled of chicken and leeks. When Andrew entered the room, Abbot William and the bishop rose from their chairs, which had been drawn close to the roaring fire. 

“Come in, Brother,” invited the abbot, shoving another chair toward the fireplace.

Andrew bowed his head in greeting, his thoughts occupied with breathing in the stuffy room.

“This is Bishop Gernot von Kärnten, the new bishop of Felsenburg.”

The bishop reached out his hand, and Andrew’s rose automatically to be grasped in an uncomfortably strong grip. He drew away and chose a chair at the side of the fireplace, out of the direct heat. 

“Ach, ja,” said Abbot William, sitting again. “You can put him in the coldest room. He always takes the place furthest from the fire.” 

The bishop turned his back on Andrew and explained to the abbot, “He doesn’t need to stay. I merely wanted to see his reaction to my request.”

The abbot’s hands slapped the arms of his chair as he clipped his words short: “Then make your request!”

Bishop Gernot shrugged and spoke toward the fire. “Very well. I would like you to come to Felsenburg with me, Brother Andrew. I need your remarkable talents to support the great mission that God has for this new age. I would also like to start a school.” He looked at Andrew suddenly. “You do like children, don’t you?”

Andrew bit his lip. I’ve not had much experience, he thought.

“Would you like to teach?” the bishop asked, leaning forward as if to show eagerness.

Andrew sensed his insincerity. Why do you ask? Why do you care? 

Abbot William replied for the young monk. “His destiny is in your hands. You needn’t ask. He cannot answer you. Brother Andrew has been trained to do as God wills. You bear the responsibility for deciding God’s will for him.”

The bishop turned to look at the abbot again. “That does seem very hard,” he murmured.

“Bearing responsibility is always hard,” Abbot William snapped. “You’ve been away from school too long.”

The bishop, hands on the great, carved arms of the chair, pushed himself slowly to his feet. He turned once more to Andrew. “You are willing to come?”

Willing? Yes. Do I want to? Oh, rebellious thoughts! Don’t ask me; tell me.

“He’ll come,” said Abbot William gently.

Andrew nodded and looked at the rough, wooden floor. Two knot-holes stared up at him like accusing eyes. He felt a twinge behind his ears. Dear God, I don’t need a headache now. Please. He stood and raised his eyes to Abbot William, silently begging for dismissal. 

The abbot smiled kindly. “You may go, Brother Andrew. Bishop Gernot will let you know when he’s ready to leave St. Jude’s.”

Andrew nodded. Without a glance at the bishop, he hurried from the room, quietly closed the door behind him, and took a slow, deep breath.

Only the bishop knew why he waited another month before leaving St. Jude’s, but finally the day Andrew dreaded arrived. Their departure was scheduled for the morning of the Jungfrau Maria’s Festival of Lights. The day dawned gray and gloomy. That was a good sign, for on this holiday, if the sun shined and distinct shadows were cast upon the sparkling snow, there would be six more weeks of winter. If no shadow stretched across the open fields, and the snow and sky met in gray monotony, then spring would come soon.

Andrew had awoken early and gone to prayers just as he had for the past fifteen years. It frightened him to contemplate what was to come. Life at the bishop’s residence in Felsenburg stretched out before him as a huge unknown. As he knelt to pray, he tried to banish the hollow feeling that disturbed the routine of his prayers. Finally he gave up and returned to his tiny cell to pack his few belongings into a satchel. Impatiently, he shoved his feet into the new leather shoes, which Brother Lukas had made especially for his journey. After fastening the rough, woolen hood over his cleanly shaven head, he swung the satchel over his shoulder and left the cell—forever.

The only home he could remember was St. Jude’s. Life here had been secure, sheltered, and predictable. He knew that he had been brought to the monastery as a small child after the death of his parents. He had never learned the particulars, and the abbot, who took him, had died before Andrew was old enough or brave enough to ask. A few times, throughout his years at the monastery, Andrew had tried to discover his past from within himself, but it was as if a heavy door had swung closed upon the memories.

At the monastery gate, Andrew stopped to wait in the frosty courtyard for the bishop to come. As he shuffled his feet and blew on his fingers, it seemed to him that he had been waiting nearly all of his life for something to happen.

When Andrew had first arrived at St. Jude’s, some of the monks were totally captivated by the silent, red-haired boy from Britain. Some even dared to express their affection, although many thought that he was an imbecile because he was mute. Brother Viktor, convinced that the child had brains and all the facilities he needed to speak, tried to teach him to talk. As much as Andrew longed to please the older monk, however, when he opened his mouth and tried to make the vibrations in his throat, a sense of helplessness and despair overwhelmed him, and no sound emerged.

By the time Bishop Gernot and the other monks were ready to leave, Andrew was shivering with cold and apprehension. Abbot William pronounced a blessing upon the group and then turned to embrace Andrew. “Lebe wohl. God go with you and bless you,” he whispered into the young man’s ear. “Live by the rules of our beloved St. Benedict, and you will be safe.”

Safe. Andrew returned the embrace and then followed the others out the gate into a world that he knew was filled with unfamiliar dangers.

​
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Martin was balancing on a stool, trying not to bang his head on the low rafters of their house. Dangling around him were strings of onions, sausages, and candles. As he pushed aside their webs, spiders darted away from his long arms. It was smoky, too, and he sneezed, which caused his mother to keep blessing him. His job was to unhook the candles and hand them down to his mother, who laid them carefully on the cloth-covered table.

“Not those, Martin; they’re everyday candles. Give me the nicer ones . . . there to your left.”

He turned and teetered but successfully removed the candles from their peg. After he had found all of the best ones, he was sent to work, trimming and polishing the dust from them until they glowed in the firelight.

The citizens of Felsenburg loved the many holidays that punctuated the long nights and cold days of this season. They especially looked forward to Jungfrau Maria’s Festival of Lights, for it had the possibility of foretelling the end of winter. This year the festival would be even more significant because their new bishop was going to be installed. Their excitement was tempered by the fact that they did not know if he would be benevolent or strict. Bishops held in their hands not only the ultimate destinies of their parishioners; they also shaped the earthly happiness of every follower. The previous bishop, Marcel, had seldom lived in Felsenburg. His lack of involvement had cleared the way for oppression from the less important clergymen. The people were ready for a change, and the more time, energy, and financial resources they invested in the celebration, the more they thought they could please God.

Especially important were the candles. It seemed to Martin that he and Mama and Klara had dipped hundreds of them. The family would not use them until they had chosen the most perfect ones and brought them to the church to be blessed and lit by Father Augustin. Then they would file through the streets to St. Nathaniel’s in a bright river of light, singing the haunting melody of “St. Simeon’s Song.” They would save those candles, which would protect the household from storms and illness and would even relieve the fears and guilt of anyone who lay upon his or her deathbed. Mama provided for these candles each year just as faithfully as she provided for the herbs and vegetables and sausages that fed her family. To her, their spiritual well-being was as important as their physical health.
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